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tragedy in the life of the Wessex labourer, with its poverty
and its passion. Life to them was life in the raw. Depend-
ent and ignorant, exposed alike to the oppressions of the
social system and the caprice of the weather, at every moment
of their existence the people among whom Hardy was
brought up were made conscious of man's helplessness in
the face of circumstances. Hardy, too, was the man to
realise the tragedy implicit in such a life. He had a tender
heart, unusually responsive to the spectacle of suffering^
As a little boy, he even hated seeing the boughs lopped off
the trees; the first time he saw a dead bird he was struck
/ by an appalling, unforgettable chill of horror. (JBy the time
he was fifteen a shadow had already fallen across his vision
of life. He tells us he remembers lying back in the sun and
wishing that he need not grow up. He wanted to stay just
as he was, in the same place, with the same few friends. The
infinite possibilities mature life seemed to hold for failure
and for suffering appalled him, and made him shrink back
into such security as he already knew. This shrinking from
life embodied itself in the form of spectral fear. He fancied,
he says, "that a figure stood in his van, with arm uplifted,
to knock him back from any pleasant prospect he indulged
in as probable." And not only him. It was the enemy, of
mankind in general. For Hardy's was a speculative mind,
instinctively reasoning from particular observations to a
general conclusion. Since the world he^ looked at seemed
so full of pain and disappointfnent, then, he argued, pain
and disappointment were outstanding characteristics of
human existences

; This disposition to a melancholy view was confirmed and
Increased by the age in which he lived. It was a disturbing
;age for a sensitive mind; for it was an age of transition. The
industrial revolution was in the process of destroying the
old Agricultural England; the population was shifting;! the
old ties which had united the sm^ll communities of the past